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Human consumption and human emissions are rapidly 
destroying our home planet and the vital ingredients of life—the 
science is clear and abundant. And so, we need to make extreme 
changes in many aspects of life as quickly as possible—as a 
matter of survival. This paper explores the underlying 
mechanisms that prevent the uptake in lifestyle changes that 
would significantly reduce one's environmental impact. The hope 
being that this information will help to inform future campaigns 
that seek to increase sustainable behaviour. As part of the 
project, students were asked to complete an anonymous survey 
about lifestyle changes and environmental impact. Before 
starting they were reminded that there is no right or wrong 
answer and that they should give their honest opinion. Perhaps 
the most reassuring of the findings was that over 90% of both 
UK and U.S. participants stated that they were concerned about 
the climate crisis and that they felt that it is important to make 
lifestyle changes to reduce harmful emissions, thus indicating a 
general awareness and motivation to take personal action. The 
most common reasons cited for not wanting to make a suggested 
lifestyle change were that the participant felt as though it is 
difficult to make the suggested change, and that the suggested 
change would not make a significant difference. Accordingly, the 
opposite statements were the most common reasons given for 
why the participants would consider making a suggested lifestyle 
change (it is easy to make the suggested change, and the 
participant felt that the suggested change would make a 
significant positive impact). The paper concludes by exploring 
ways to facilitate the uptake in sustainable lifestyle choices 
based on the survey responses. 
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Human consumption and human emissions are rapidly destroying our home 
planet and the vital ingredients of life—the science is clear and abundant (Hansen 
et al, 2010; Braje et al, 2013; Cook et al, 2013; Cook et al, 2016; Powell, 2016; 
Powell, 2017; Turner et al, 2017; Burrell et al, 2020; Clem et al, 2020). And so, 
we need to make extreme changes in many aspects of life as quickly as possible—
as a matter of survival. 
When the nations of the world came together to sign the Paris Agreement in 
2015 (UN, 2015), there was a sigh of relief from many in the scientific 
community. While some criticized that it wasn't strict enough (Le Page, 2015), it 
at least showed political acknowledgement of the climate and ecological crisis. It 
showed some level of acceptance from the world's leaders that they can and must 
take action (Singer et al, 2018). 
While it is important that corporations and politicians make swift and 
meaningful changes, we too can play our part; the Paris Agreement itself 
highlights that personal behaviour must also change if we are to become a 
sustainable species (UN, 2015). 
However, when looking around in day-to-day life, it appears that many of us 
are continuing with business as usual. Therefore, I feel that it would be wise to 
investigate if there is something preventing the uptake in lifestyle changes that 
would significantly reduce one's environmental impact. 
As is stands, there is the potential for a mass bystander-esque effect, where 
most are aware of the climate and ecological crisis (Pandve et al, 2011; Capstick 
et al, 2015; Lee et al, 2015; Leiserowitz et al, 2018), but as most are carrying on 
with their existing behaviour, many may be less inspired to act or to take it 
seriously (Latané et al, 1969; Christakis et al, 2013). However, if more people 
were to act as though we are in an emergency, this may cause a ripple effect 
where they evoke urgency from those around them (Christakis et al, 2008; House, 
2011; Sprague et al, 2017; Burgess et al, 2018). 
While it is often easy to narrativize the inaction of others as apathetic or 
mean-spirited, there is often something more complicated going on. People, in 
general, do want to help and do want to support helpful others (Warneken et al, 
2006; Hamlin et al, 2007; Hamlin et al, 2011; Barragan et al, 2014), but there are 
certain factors that have been shown to limit helpful action. And unfortunately, 
the climate and ecological crisis can include many of these factors; for example, 
individuals are far more likely to help when there are fewer people involved in the 
situation (Latané et al, 1969; Brody et al, 2016), when others are incapable of 
helping (Plötner et al, 2015), when we have direct eye-contact with the victims 
(Valentine, 1980), when the issue feels closer (Spence et al, 2012), when there is a 
sense of equal effort (Gifford, 2011), and when the scenario requires well-
rehearsed and clear action (Latané et al, 1969). Thus, the climate crisis may 
inherently incorporate many underlying mechanisms that can facilitate complicit 
behavior. 
What's more, the inaction itself can further perpetuate inaction. As a 
communicative, social species, we automatically scan for cues from others (Visser 
et al, 2018), and when those around us are not taking action, this can result in, 
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what Latané and Darley call, pluralistic ignorance (Latané et al, 1969). This is 
where the participant is influenced by, what could be misinterpreted as, a lack of 
concern from those around them (Latané et al, 1969). 
In short, what may be the defining crisis of our era involves many 
compounding and complicated factors that make it a difficult one to tackle. And 
given that time is against us (UN, 2015; Burrell et al, 2020; Forster et al, 2020; 
Vargo et al, 2020), I see it as highly worthwhile to try to decipher the main 
components that are hindering positive action at an individual level. As noted in 
prior climate research, attention has largely focused on factors that influence 
institutional actors (governments, industries, etc) while factors that influence 






The experiment explores what is preventing the uptake in lifestyle changes 
that would significantly reduce one's environmental impact (in particular, in the 
areas that account for the vast majority of emissions such as food and transport). 
The hypothesis is that psychological factors may be significantly hindering action, 
in addition to more material and physical reasons (i.e a lack of sustainable 
alternatives). As a secondary component, the investigation will include 
participants of different nationalities: the U.S. and the UK. Given that one 
government became the first to withdraw from the Paris Agreement (U.S.), and 
the other became the first to declare a climate emergency (UK), it will be 






100 randomly selected students took part in the experiment (50 UK students 
and 50 U.S. students). In an attempt to reduce variables, all participants also had 
the following in common: aged 18-25, Caucasian ethnicity, and English-only 





Each participant was asked to complete the same anonymous survey via a 
private online portal. Before starting they were reminded that there is no right or 
wrong answer and that they should give their honest opinion. The survey 
explored the participants' thoughts on the subject of behavioral changes that help 
to mitigate human-caused climate change. 
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Results 
 
General section, part 1 
 
Question 1: Are you concerned about climate change and pollution? 
UK Participants: 98% Yes  
US Participants:  96% Yes 
 
Question 2: Do you feel that it is important to make personal lifestyle and 
consumption changes if it significantly reduces harmful emissions? 
UK Participants: 94% Yes 




Question 3: Do you currently follow a plant-based diet? 
UK Participants: 14% Yes 
US Participants:   6% Yes 
 
Question 4: If you answered no to the previous question, please answer this 
question: If you were provided with reputable, scientifically-backed information 
showing that switching to a plant-based diet significantly reduces harmful 
emissions, would you make the change? 
UK Participants: 42% Yes 
US Participants:  28% Yes 
 
Question 5: If you have already switched or would switch to a plant-based 
diet please indicate why (if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
Most common reason provided was to reduce negative environmental impact 
Second most common answer was for ethical reasons 
And the third most common response was for health reasons 
 
US Participants: 
Most common reason was to reduce negative environmental impact 
Second most common answer was for ethical reasons 
And the third most common response was for health reasons 
 
Question 6: If you would not switch to a plant-based diet please indicate why 
(if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
Most common reason was that the participant likes the taste of meat 
Second most common response was that the participant doesn’t feel the need 
to switch as they feel that it doesn’t make a big difference 
And the third most common response was that the participant doesn’t like the 
plant-based diet/ dietary restrictions 
 
US Participants: 
Most common reason was that the participant likes the taste of meat 
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Second most common response was that the participant doesn’t feel the need 
to switch as they feel that it doesn’t make a big difference 
And the third most common response was that the participant would be 




Question 7: Do you currently travel by plane? 
UK Participants: 76% Yes 
US Participants:  54% Yes 
 
Question 8: If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer this 
question: If you were provided with reputable, scientifically-backed information 
showing that stopping flying significantly reduces harmful emissions, would you 
stop flying? 
UK Participants: 11% Yes 
US Participants:  4% Yes 
 
Question 9: If you would stop flying or have already stopped flying please 
indicate why (if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
The three most common responses (with equal usage) were environmental 
reasons, a dislike of flying, and that there is no need to travel outside of the UK. 
 
US Participants: 
The most common reason given was if they don’t need to 
The second most common reason given was environmental reasons 
The third most common reason given was to save money 
 




Because participant likes to travel 
Because planes are quicker and more convenient 
Because participant feels that not flying wouldn’t make much of a difference 
 
US Participants: 
Because there is no convenient alternative 
Because it is the fastest and cheapest option 




Question 11: Do you currently drive a car? 
UK Participants: 40% Yes 
US Participants:  72% Yes 
 
Question 12: If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer this 
question: If you were provided with reputable, scientifically-backed information 
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showing that stopping driving significantly reduces harmful emissions, would you 
make the change to an alternative (i.e walking, cycling, public transport, etc)? 
UK Participants: 25% Yes 
US Participants:  11% Yes 
 
Question 13: If you have already stopped or would stop driving please indicate 
why (if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
Because they can use public transport instead 
Because it is cheaper to not drive 
Because it is better for personal and environmental health 
 
US Participants: 
Because they can use public transport instead 
Because it is better for personal and environmental health 
Because it is cheaper to not drive 
 




Lack of convenient public transport 
Driving is the best option (faster/ easier) 
They feel they need to drive 
 
US Participants: 
They feel they need to drive 
Lack of convenient public transport 




Question 15: If you were provided with reputable, scientifically-backed 
information showing that reducing consumption significantly reduces harmful 
emissions, would you reduce your consumption? 
UK Participants: 76% Yes 
US Participants:  72% Yes 
 
Question 16: If you have already reduced or would reduce your consumption 
please indicate why (if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
To reduce their negative impact on the environment 
Because it is an easy change to make 
Because it is good for their mental and physical health 
 
US Participants: 
Because it is an easy change to make 
To reduce their negative impact on the environment 
Because it is good for their mental and physical health 
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Question 17: If you would not reduce your consumption please indicate why 
(if not leave blank) 
 
UK Participants: 
Felt that it wouldn’t make a significant impact 
 
US Participants: 
Don’t want to/ enjoy consuming 
Felt that it wouldn’t make a significant impact 
 
General section, part 2 
 
Question 18: What do you think are the key reasons that prevent yourself or 
others from making lifestyle changes that would help reduce air pollution, protect 
the environment, and combat climate change? 
 
UK Participants: 
Because it is challenging 
Because there is a lack of knowledge 
Because they feel as though they don’t make a difference 
 
US Participants: 
Because it is challenging 
Because they feel as though they don’t make a difference 





Perhaps most reassuring of the results is that over 90% of both UK and U.S. 
participants stated that they were concerned about climate change and that they 
feel that it is important to make lifestyle changes to reduce harmful emissions—
thus indicating a general awareness and motivation to take personal action. 
One of the biggest differences between the two groups was the willingness to 
make lifestyle changes. In some sections of the survey, UK participants were 
twice as likely to say that they would make a change to reduce harmful emissions 
if they were provided with reputable, scientifically-backed information. The UK 
participants were also more likely to have already implemented the suggested 
change. For example, when asking participants if they currently follow a plant-
based diet there was a significant difference between both groups (t[86] = 1.33, p 
= .1), with participants from the UK being more than twice as likely to say yes, 
suggesting the potential of a strong cultural influence. Accordingly, prior research 
has shown that opinions on climate science can be strongly associated with 
political ideology and worldview (Kahan et al, 2010; McCright et al, 2013; 
Clayton et al, 2015). 
One of the biggest similarities between both groups were the reasons they 
gave for whether or not to make a given lifestyle change. The most common 
reasons for not wanting to make lifestyle changes could be summarized by two 
factors: 1, it is difficult to make the suggested change, and 2, the participant feels 
that the suggested change would not make a significant difference. Accordingly, 
the opposite statements were the most common reasons given for why the 
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participants would consider making a lifestyle change (it is easy to make the 
suggested change, and the participant feels that the suggested change would 
make a significant difference). 
The experiment explored what is preventing the uptake lifestyle changes that 
would significantly reduce one's environmental impact, and the results suggest 
that, in addition to material reasons (i.e inconvenient or inaccessible 
alternatives), psychological factors may also play a significant role in hindering 
action. In particular, the feeling that the suggested change wouldn't make a 
significant difference appears to be a common barrier to sustainable lifestyle 
changes. Thus, in addition to making sustainable choices more accessible, it may 
also be beneficial to tackle the potential psychological barrier: the thought that 





While it is important to note that 100 people is still a relatively small sample 
size, the significant trends in the responses suggest a broader opinion of the 
student population, however, further research is needed to confirm this. Further 
research is also required to see if the trends from our sample group are shared by 
other demographics. Comparisons with non-student groups would be interesting 
grounds for further research. 
The field of climate communication is a relatively new one, and the research 
tends to focus on climate awareness (Nisbet et al, 2007; Feldman et al, 2010; 
Leiserowitz et al, 2010; Wachholz et al, 2014; Capstick et al, 2015; Leiserowitz et 
al, 2016; Chadwick, 2017; Taddicken et al, 2019; Van Swol et al, 2019). While the 
field is continuing to grow, a subcategory that is falling behind is public 
engagement with climate solutions (Chadwick, 2017). Therefore, I also encourage 
a diverse range of experiments exploring practical methods to increase the uptake 





A potential solution for the feeling that personal change doesn’t make a 
significant impact could be how certain facts are conveyed. For example, 
switching to a plant-based diet is widely regarded as one of the most impactful 
personal  changes  that one can make with regard  to combating  the climate  and 
ecological  crisis  (Koneswaran  et al, 2008 ; Machovina  B, et al. 2015 ; UN, 2018; 
Poore  J, et al . 2019 ; Ritchie , 2020 ). However , the  facts  are  often  displayed 
generally and somewhat impersonally and detached, such as: 
 
“Farm animals and animal production facilities cover one-third of the planet’s 
land surface ... Deforestation, land degradation, soil cultivation, and 
desertification are responsible for CO2 emissions from the livestock sector’s 
use of land” (Koneswaran et al, 2008) 
 
Given the participants' responses in the survey, perhaps a more personalized 
approach would be more effective. Below is an example of a personalized style of 
conveying the harmful environmental impact of animal agriculture: 
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If you were to switch to a plant-based diet, there would be measurable, highly 
significant results. In a single month, you personally would have saved 600lbs of 
CO2, 900sq ft of forest, 1,200lbs of grain, and 33,000 gallons of water (TVC, 
2019). Just by modifying your diet, you can stop funding the leading cause of 
deforestation (WAF, 2019), ocean dead-zones (SA, 2019), habitat destruction 
(UN, 2006), species extinction (WAF, 2019), water pollution (USGS, 2006), 
methane pollution (Koneswaran et al, 2008), and nitrous oxide pollution (UN, 
2006; Koneswaran et al, 2008). 
 
One might assume that if the data were conveyed in this manner then the 
participants would be less likely to feel as though they are not personally making 
a significant difference. When looking at the impacts of climate change, prior 
research has shown that direct experiences of climate events are more powerful at 
influencing behaviour when compared to disconnected experiences (Whitmarsh, 
2009; Spence et al, 2011; Rudman et al, 2013; Clayton et al, 2015). Therefore, 
more direct links to the impacts of lifestyle changes via optimized communication 
strategies could have a similar effect. Personalized facts may provide fertile 
ground for future research. Those pursuing this line of inquiry may want to 
explore the latest research on climate communication and framing (Amelung et 
al, 2016; Baumer et al, 2017; Schneider et al, 2017; Chryst et al, 2018; Romsdahl 
et al, 2019; Goldberg et al, 2019a; Goldberg et al, 2019b; Buttlar et al, 2020; Jarić 




Similar to personalized facts, we could also see more complete product 
labeling, thus allowing the consumer to more clearly see the environmental 
impact of their personal choices. For example, food items are often mandated to 
contain key information facilitating the consumer to assess how the item impacts 
their health (i.e sugar content, recommended daily allowances). However, there is 
no such information that facilitates the consumer to quickly assess how the item 
impacts the environment. One of the key challenges with the climate crisis is that 
it is difficult to see the causes. With the naked eye, we can't see the accumulation 
of greenhouse gases in our atmosphere. And when we purchase a product from 
the supermarket, we cannot see the acres of carbon-capturing trees that may have 
been destroyed to produce said product. 
Experiments exploring different product packaging could be interesting 
grounds for further research. One might hope that this could reconnect the 
consumer with the impact of their purchase and thus reduce the feeling that their 
personal actions don't have a significant impact. Useful preliminary research may 
include experiments with cigarette packaging (Heydari et al, 2011; Al-Hamdani, 
2013; Scheffels et al, 2013; Mays et al, 2015; Brewer et al, 2016; Shadel et al, 
2019) and food labelling (Sacks et al, 2009; Cortina-Mercado, 2017; Pramudya et 
al, 2019; Croker et al, 2020; Jáuregui et al, 2020; Ikonen et al, 2020). One may 
also want to look into the middle man effect, which suggests that consumers are 
less likely to support unethical business practices if they feel more connected to 
the source of an item and its manufacturing processes (Macdonald, 2020a). More 
generally, one may want to investigate a range of psychological research that 
links forms of disconnection to increased unethical behaviour (Sherif et al, 1961; 
Milgram, 1963; Latané et al, 1969; Valentine,1980; Bandura, 1992; Baillon et al, 
2012; Brody et al, 2016; Cieciura, 2016; Macdonald, 2019; Macdonald, 2020b-f). 
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Simplification 
 
One of the things that make the climate issue so difficult from a psychological 
perspective is that it touches many aspects of life. As a result, it can become 
overwhelming for the individual who wants to do their part. This could result in 
a form of paralysis by analysis or simply losing motivation as the overall goal can 
seem unachievable if presented as a long list of to-do items. Therefore, perhaps it 
is best to start by focusing first and foremost on the main climate offenders 
(animal products, fossil-fuel travel, and overconsumption) before expanding the 
circle. The idea being that this could maximize impact, increase the success rate, 
and help the individual build up momentum. Optimizing climate action strategies 
in this nature could be another interesting area for further research. Focusing on 
the main offenders may help the participant feel as though they are having a 
measurable impact as well as limiting the amount of effort required. It may also 
assist in reducing the possibility of choice overwhelm or paralysis by analysis 
(Wright, 1975; Keller et al, 1987; Holbrook et al, 1993; Dhar, 1997; Dhar, 1999; 
Iyengar, 2000; Swait et al, 2001; Schwartz, 2006; Piasecki et al, 2011; Condon, 





When tackling the climate crisis we will need to bust a series of dangerous 
myths: that we should live as though there is no tomorrow, that pollution is a 
victimless crime, that we can maintain perpetual growth on a finite planet with 
finite resources. And perhaps the most dangerous myth of all—one that can 
become self-fulfilling—that we cannot personally make a significant positive 
difference. 
To achieve the status of a truly sustainable species we need to realize that 
what we do or don't do has significant consequences for those around us, the 
environment, and generations to come; we'll need to acknowledge that we aren't 
an array of atomized, insignificant individuals in standalone bubbles, but are 
instead a highly social species that form part of a complicated web of 
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